
_/ / fL£,, /.
Mil**

.
%

-
** 1

BOTANICAL MUSEUMLEAFLETS
HARVARDUNIVERSITY

Cambridge, Massachusetts, July 12, 1938 Vol. 6, No. 4-

CUCURIUTAMOSCHATAFOUND
IN PRE-COLUMBIANMOUNDS

IN GUATEMALA
BY

Paul A. Vestal

Investigations of plant remains found in the en-

virons of prehistoric man are recondite and technical, the

materials generally unattractive and the results often

meager. The interest which we take in such remains is

largely genealogical, influenced by the hope of finding

evidence to determine the region and age in which certain

species of plants were first cultivated. Questions of an-

cestry and history touch us closely ; so an inquiry into the

source and parentage of the plants with which man is as-

sociated is fully as attractive as any question concern-

ing the origin of the prototypal vegetation of the earth.

There is a deep satisfaction in knowing how man lived in

early times and what he used as food.

During excavations of pre-Columbian mounds by

Carnegie Institution of Washington at Uaxactun, De-

partment of Peten, Guatemala, a number of plant re-

mains were recovered. These have been submitted to the

writer for identification. Among them was a carbonized

peduncle of a cucurbit. This was found in Construction

P, Hurial 37, Room .54, Structure A-V. Mr. A.L.Smith,

who was in charge of the expedition, gives this a Maya
date of roughly 10.5.0.0.0, which, he states, according
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to the correlation of Goodman, .Martinez and Thompson,

would be about 900 A.D.

There has long been widespread confusion and doubt

regarding the nomenclature and classification of the cu-

curbits. Recent works (l)(6)(13) have so simplified the

characters that it is now comparatively easy to differen-

tiate between the annual cultivated species of Cucurbit a.

With very distinct characters in the leaves, fruit-stalks

and seeds, the separation of the species C.Pepo, C.mos-

chata and C.maanma is now possible even though the ma-

terial is only a fragment of the complete plant.

The carbonized peduncle examined by the writer is

distinctly five-sided, regularly grooved, and flaring at the

point of attachment to the fruit. From its carbonized

condition it may also be assumed that it was hard. These

characters, checked with the keys and descriptions (l) ((>)

(11) (18), have allowed the writer to identify the specimen

as Cucurbita moschata Poiret.

The characters of the specimen under consideration

appear to match exactly those described for the typical

C. moschata. These characters, however, seem to be de-

pendable in such a pronounced way only in the Cheese

(roup of this species (()) (8), which have a shape similar

to that of a cheese- box much flattened at both ends.

Other varieties mav have fruit-stalks which are not dis-

five-sided the ooint of

This has led to the foil

Krwin(7): "T
f considered

they are moschata or pepo". However, the characters of

this specimen seem to exclude this difficulty by being es-

sentially like the figures given in the literature (1) (2)

(G) (s) (13), which the authors consider typical of the

species.

Although A. deCandolle (5) was undecided as to
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where this species was native, the accumuJated evidence

of more recent work shows it to be American in origin.

Erwin (8) summed up the evidence thus : "The existence

of specimens from pre-Columbian times, supported

the Seminole pumpkin which the Indians of that tribe

claim is one of their ancient food plants, points rather

definitely to the conclusion that C. moschata is an ancient

American species". All the evidence cited by Erwin,

however, merely establishes a long use for C. moschata

within the United States (7) (8) (10). This is also sug-

gested by Bailey (3), who, in writing of the Okeechobee
gourd which at one time was thought to be closely re-

lated to the Seminole pumpkin, made the following state-

ment: "There appears to be nothing in the Seminole

cultivation of this pumpkin to suggest the nativity of C.

moschata: these people grow only well-developed rather

than primitive forms of the species". Although this

plant has had a long history within the United States, it

may have had its origin much farther south and have

been brought northward with maize.

Following the formula proposed by Vavilov (12) for

determining the origin of cultivated plants by locating

the "regions displaying a maximal primary diversity of

varieties" and the "series of regularities in the distribu-

tion of these varieties", Zhiteneva (15) and Burkasov (4)

concluded that the white-seeded group of Curcurbita

moschata had its origin in Mexico and Guatemala.

Wittmack's (14) find of seeds in an old Peruvian

tomb of A neon, some of which Naudin identified as C.

moschata, extends this species far southward at an early

date. Unfortunately no definite date is given for this

material and there is no indication whether it is the dark-

seeded form of the species supposedly native of South

America or the white-seeded form of Guatemala (4) (15).

The presence of a carbonized peduncle of C. moschata
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in pre-Columbian mounds in Guatemala, and the dis-

tributional evidence of the Russian authors (4) (12) (15)

may indicate a Central American origin of this species.

This statement is strengthened, both by the suggestion

of Bailey (8) regarding the pumpkin cultivated by the

Seminole Indians of Florida and the a#e of the specimen

in hand, in spite of the fact that the material obtained

from the remains of the Basket Makers is much older

(8) (10). The present pre-Columbian specimen also sug-

gests that the Cheese Group of pumpkin, an old estab-

lished variety in the United States, has had a long his-

tory in Central .America.

Well preserved rinds, seeds and peduncles of Cucur-

bita moschata from the American Southwest, seeds from

Peru, and a peduncle from Guatemala have now been

obtained and identified from pre-Columbian cultures.

The evidence suggests conclusively that tins species is

of New World origin and for many centuries was known
to the aboriginal inhabitants.
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